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Shadows on the Rock was written in a period of personal crisis, when Willa 
Cather suffered unbearable personal losses--losing her apartment and then her 
parents. Stimulated by this experience and also responding to the highly 
industrialized modern society, Cather in this novel attaches great importance to the 
value and significance of family and community, and creates a closely 
interdependent and mutually assisting French immigrant community after being 
transplanted on the land of Quebec at the end of the seventeenth century.  
This thesis explores the French immigrants’ group identity building through 
the activity of storytelling occurring frequently and repetitively within the 
community by classifying the stories mainly into three categories. The first is made 
up of the immigrants’ memories about the homeland, including their traditional way 
of homemaking, that is, their domestic ritual, and also personal memories about the 
harsh realities of social life back in the homeland. Through acts of telling, enacting 
and sharing, the immigrants negotiate the common connotations of these narratives, 
and assimilate them discriminately in their community construction. The second 
consists of the tales about people of different origins, namely, the native Indians and 
the British colonizers. In this storytelling process, the French immigrants fabricate a 
framework of binary opposition in which the two other peoples are disparaged while 
they themselves are defined as superior. Through the stark contrast, the French 
immigrants highlight their “superior” characters in their self-recognition, and 
maintain a sense of group identification with them. The last category is the 
religion-related storytelling, including the miracles happening to the religious 
figures on the new land and the revised religious creed and stories. In the process of 
telling and acting out interactively these narratives, the immigrants perceive and 

















deeds, thus generating a sense of affinity with and belonging to the new land. 
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As an influential female American writer in the first half of the twentieth 
century, Willa Cather established her reputation with her earlier works representing 
the European immigrants’ life in the great prairie, and those immigrant novels have 
settled the keynote of the subject matter and themes of her following artistic 
creations. Though the settings of Cather’s later novels vary notably, which range, for 
example, from the American southwest to the Canadian Quebec and the French 
Avignon, transplantation and resettlement are the constant concerns throughout the 
whole set of her works. 
The 1931 novel Shadows on the Rock is one of Cather’s later novels with 
remote settings and an immigrant theme. Set at the end of the seventeenth century, 
this novel relates the living experience of a group of French people after being 
transplanted in the Canadian Quebec. The protagonist is a twelve-year-old girl 
named Cecile living with her widowed father Auclair, an apothecary. The Auclairs 
family is at the center of the novel, and around them are the French immigrants of 
various walks: a baker family, a cobbler family, woodsmen, fur traders, sailors, a 
prostitute and her son and so on; and the still more peripheral characters are solemn 
religious figures and secular leaders. Either unwillingly exiled or voluntarily 
transplanted, all of them come to Quebec bearing a wish for a more comfortable and 
decent life.  
As is Cather’s typical style, Shadows on the Rock is not a novel of plot, but a 
novel of characters. It is not a fabrication based on an exciting plot full of ups and 
downs, but a placid representation of the Quebecois immigrants’ life in one year, 
which is marked by the leaving and returning of the ships carrying supplies from the 
motherland France. During the isolated year, the immigrants develop neighborly 
connections with each other through making daily contacts and observing communal 















immigrant community in the struggling process to establish a new life in an 
unfamiliar environment. Meanwhile, the immigrant life provides a context for the 
immigrants to examine their communal characters molded on the native land, and at 
the same time to produce a new self-recognition derived from the constant 
interaction with the New World.  
Compared with Cather’s other novels, Shadows on the Rock could be seen as a 
“minor” work in terms of critical responses. Immediately upon its publication, the 
critical opinions it received were to a large extent negative. L. C. Hartley in “The 
Graph Sags” regarded this novel as the “sag” appearing in Cather’s artistic territory, 
maintaining that its fatal weakness lies in its lack of “plan and purpose”, that is, the 
absence of “development of action” and “development of character”; hence, 
according to him, the novel “falls into the category of those novels whose flavor one 
may get by dipping into them, being none too careful to read until the last word has 
been reached” (103-104). Newton Arvin more acrimoniously declared in the New 
Republic that “the novel was born dead; it has no center, no forward drive” (qtd. in 
Woodress).  
Critics not only judged it as aesthetically stagnant, but more fatally, as 
ideologically evasive and retrogressive. Shadows on the Rock was once regarded as 
evidence of Cather’s escapism and alienation, as well as her degeneration from an 
earlier heroic individualism to a retreat into the lost past. Ganville Hicks in his 
now-famous essay “The Case against Willa Cather” dismissed Shadows on the Rock 
as “an opiate” that Cather offered to those escapists who were like herself, and 
denounced that “Miss Cather has never once tried to see contemporary life as it is; 
she sees only that it lacks what the past, at least in her idealization of it, had” 
(708-09). Such a negative attitude prevailed until the 1950s and 60s. In Willa Cather: 
A Critical Biography published in 1953, the biographer E. K. Brown claimed “[i]t 
was inevitable that Shadows on the Rock should reflect Willa Cather’s longing for 
what in My Ántonia she had called ‘the precious, the incommunicable past’” (280), 
and thus highlighted a sense of permeating nostalgia and a tendency of retreating 
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